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LETTER. 


Mt  Lokd, 

I  had  already  commenced  a  letter  to  your 
Lordship,  on  the  expediency  of  Reform  in  the  Constitu- 
tion of  the  Common's  House  of  Parliament ;  when  the 
following  paragraph  in  the  Times  Newspaper  attracted 
my  attention  and  nearly  deterred  me  from  my  purpose. 

"  A  respectable  looking  man  was  brought  before  Sir 
"  Richard  Birnie  charged  with  vending  a  political  tract, 
"  in  the  form  of  a  letter  to  his  Grace  the  Duke  of  Wel- 
*'  lington.  The  defendant  announced  he  was  merely  a 
*'  politician,  who  had  laboured  for  the  good  of  his  fellow 
"  subjects.  The  result  of  his  studies  he  intended  to  dis- 
"  tribute  throughout  the  country."  Conceiving  said  the 
Inspector  of  Police  "  that  the  poor  man  is  touched  in 
"  his  head,  I  h»ve  brought  him  before  your  worship,  as  I 


"  do  not  think  he  ought  to  be  at  large." — Unpleasant 
intelligence  this  for  the  whole  confraternity  of  pamph- 
leteers. 

Much,  my  Lord  has  recently  been  effected  for  the  good 
of  the  empire.  That  party  in  the  state,  which,  by  the 
infatuation  of  its  counsels,  would  have  plunged  our 
country  into  the  horrors  of  a  civil  war,  has  been  poli- 
tically consigned  to  the  tomb  of  all  the  Capulets ;  there  I 
hope,  quietly  to  repose.  An  administration  has  succeed- 
ed its  happily  defunct  predecessor,  more  conformable  to 
the  spirit  of  the  times — more  capable  of  watching  the 
signs  and  the  shadows  of  coming  events. — It  has  given 
peace  to  a  country  distracted  with  religious  feuds;  it  has 
brought  the  blessings  of  religious  liberty  to  every  christi- 
an's door,*  effecting  its  object  by  an  undeviating  course, 


*  I  regret  to  find  ministers  have  opposed  its  extension  to  the 
Jews.  I  rejoice  at  the  triumphant  result  of  the  division  in  the 
House  of  Commons,  on  the  first  reading-,  of  their  relief  bill; 
because  1  am  a  friend  to  the  broad  principle  of  religious  liberty  ; 
because  the  Jews  have  been  shamefully  persecuted,  for  ages 
both  by  catholics  and  protestants  ;  and  because  I  trust  Sir  R. 
Inglis's  prophecy  will  be  fulfilled.  This  oracular  Member  has 
predicted,  that  seven  years  after  a  Jew  shall  have  found  his  way 
into  Parliament,  the  House  of  Commons  will  be  reformed. 
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amidst  the  threats  of  intolerance  and  the  machinations 
of  intrigue.  The  head  of  this  administration  has  eclipsed 
the  splendour  of  his  achievements,  in  many  a  well  fought 
field,  by  his  fortitude  in  the  cabinet  and  his  respectful 
arguments  in  the  royal  closet.  The  courts  of  law,  hither- 
to deemed  inaccessible  to  reform,  have  been  opened  to 
the  correction  of  abuses.  Stability  has  been  given  to 
public  credit,  by  a  wise  refusal  to  tamper  with  the 
currency,*  Ministerial  patronage  has  been  sacrificed, 
and  taxes  have  been  yielded  to  the  reasonable  demands 
of  the  people.f  These,  my  Lord,  are  pleasing  themes 
to  dwell  on,  and  I  leave  them  with  regret,  to  change 
them,  for  a  subject  that  cries  loudly  for  amelioration. 

I  have  mentioned,  in  gratulatory  tcnns,  that  the  tri- 
bunals of  justice  are  no  longer  barred  against  all  investi- 
gation into  their  abuses.  Yet  there  is  one  tribunal 
which  is  transcendent  and  absolute ;  whose  jurisdiction 


*  "  For  scarce  I  praise  their  venturous  part, 
*'  Who  tamper  with  such  dangerous  art." 

Lay  of  the  last  Minstrel. 

t  It  is   to   be   hoped    further    retrenchments   will    produce 
further  relief. 
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extends  to  all  causes  and  persons,  whose  decisions  affect 
every  man  within  the  dominions  of  the  British  Empire, 
which  stands  an  isolated  and  inexplicable  example  to 
the  conti'ary.  It  will  hardly  he  denied  that  a  power 
which  possesses  such  authority ;  which  is  controuled 
only  by  physical  or  moral  impossibility ;  and  which  has 
occasionally,  attempted  impossibilities,*  should  not  only 
be  above  coiTuption,  but  beyond  the  suspicion  of  cor- 
ruption. If  the  fountain  head  become  polluted,  polluted 
also  will  become  the  stream  that  flows  from  it. 

All  human  institutions  are  liable  to  decay.  Time,  and 
human  corruption,  sometimes  a  more  influential  agent 
than  time  itself,  seldom  fail  to  deface  the  beauty  and 
impair  the  stalnlity  of  the  noblest  structures.  Political 
institutions  are  subject  to  the  same  laws  of  nature  that 
regulate  edifices  of  brick  or  stone.  "  Leges  novis  legi- 
bus  non  recrcatic  acescunt."  The  most  inveterate  ultra- 
tory  enemy  of  refomi,  is  occasionally  compelled  to  rebuild 
or  repair  his  house,  lest  it  should  tumble  about  his  ears ; 


*  It  is  for  Lord  Bexley  to  explain,  there  is  nothing  im- 
possible, in  making  a  one  pound  note  and  a  shilling  equal  to  a 
golden  guinea,  which  in  the  market  was  worth  27  shillings. 


whilst,  -with  marvellous  inconsistency,  he  resolutely  re- 
fuses to  apply  a  single  buttress  to  structures  that  threaten 
similar  consequences,  unless  occasionally  subjected  to 
renovation  or  repair. 

There  are  two  classes  of  persons,  my  Lord,  opposed 
to  reform.  The  one  absolutely  deaf  to  argument  and 
unassailable  by  reason.  With  them  it  would  be  vain  to 
contend  that,  "  Morosa  moris  retentio,  res  turbulenta  est 
ajquc  ac  novitas."  I  take  my  leave  of  them  in  despair- 
The  other,  I  trust  a  much  more  numerous  class,  assure 
us,  that  althougli  hostile  to  all  violent  clianges  and  mc- 
tiiphysical  theories,  they  are  prepared  to  support  practical 
remedies,  when  practical  evils  arc  satisfactorily  demon- 
strated. 

This,  my  Lord,  is  rational  doctrine ;  and  it  is  to  me  a 
source  of  satisfaction  to  deal  with  gentlemen  who  take 
their  position  on  such  accessible  ground.  Before  I  ap- 
proach them,  it  may  l^e  well  to  conciliate  them  by  my 
assurance  that  I,  also,  am  a  determined  opponent  of  all 
metaphysical  theories  as  applicable  to  a  reform  of  the 
Common's  House  of  Parliament. 

The   triple    panacea   of    Radical   Rcfonnei-s   has   no 
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charms  in  my  eyes.  Annual  Parliaments  and  Universal 
Suffrage  appear  to  me  untenable  propositions;  and 
election  by  ballot  though  advocated  by  a  great  authority 
with  me,*  and  supported  by  many  plausible  arguments 
has  made  no  impression  on  my  mind.  It  may  be  pre- 
judice ;  but  I  cannot  divest  myself  of  that  dislike  which, 
from  my  school-boy  days,  I  have  entertained  against  the 
ostracism  of  the  Athenians.  There  may  not  be  a  striking 
resemblance  between  the  two  systems,  but  there  is  suf- 
ficient of  similitude  to  excite  my  aversion. 

Having  thus  shortly  glanced  at  my  negative  opinions,  I 
shall  j)rocced  to  detail  what  I  believe  to  be  practical 
grievances,  and  to  suggest  concsponding  practical  re- 
medies. 

First,  I  think  the  present  state  of  the  representation  is 
not  ))laced  on  so  popidar  a  basis  as  the  constitution  re- 
quires and  the  public  good  demands. 

It  was  formerly  the  custom  of  the  Crown  to  summon 
the  most  flourishing  towns  to  send  members  to  parlia- 
ment ;  but  unfortunately,  the  deserted  boroughs  continue 

*  Lord  Altliorp. 


to  be  summoned,  as  well  those  to  which  their  trade  and 
inhabitants  were  transfeiTed.  Hence,  the  members  for 
boroughs  bear  an  infinitely  larger  proportion  than  those 
for  counties  ;  and,  as  new  populous  towns  are  no  longer 
summoned,  whilst  numerous  dilapidated  boroughs^:  have 
fallen  into  the  hands  of  Peers  and  other  individuals  ;  it 
necessarily  follows  that  the  exercise  of  the  popular  part 
of  the  constitution  is  improperly  contracted. 

The  influence  of  the  Peerage  in  the  Lower  House  is 
become  an  evil  of  an  a])palling  magnitude.  There  are 
Peers  who  retura  five,  six  and  even  ten  members ! 

A  French  statesman  and  writer,  of  no  little  celebrity 
has  said,t  that  England  possesses  a  House  of  Peers, 
whidi  is  the  proprietor  of  a  great  part  of  the  lands  of  the 
kingdom  ;  and  from  which  the  Commons'  House  is  but  a 
branch  or  offset.  That  in  England  the  aristocratic  spirit 
pervades  every  thing;  that  all  is  privilege,  association 
and  corporation,  the  democratic  spirit  is  nothing. 


+  Old  Sarum,  Gatton,  Bossiney,  et  hoc  genus  omne. 
t  M.  de  Chateaubriand,  iu  a  speech  to  one  of  the  Chamber* 
in  182:3. 
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This  language  though  somewhat  exaggerated,  is  not 
unmingled  with  truth. 

In  the  first  Parliament  of  James  1st,  the  members  of 
the  Upper  House,  were  78,  of  the  Lower,  470.  There 
has  been  therefore  a  vast  disproportionate  numerical  in- 
crease, as  the  present  numbers  incontestibly  prove,  viz. 
403*  to  658. 

This  disproportionate  increase  cannot  have  occurred 
without  a  corresponding  increase  of  influence.  To  coun- 
teract these  aristocratical  tendencies,  I  am  aware  of 
nothing  that  has  been  thrown  into  the  opposite  scale  but 
the  occasional  extension  of  the  franchise  to  the  neigh- 
bouring hundreds;  when  some  borough  more  unlucky 
than  its  neighbours,  has  been  detected  in  flagrante  delicto ; 
and  the  recent  transfer,  from  a  disfranchised  borough, 
of  two  members  to  the  County  of  York.  The  latter  prin- 
ciple I  should  be  glad  to  see  carried  into  effect,  on  a  more 
extended  scale.  I  would  suggest  the  propriety  of  dis- 
franchising all  decayed  boroughs,  reduced  "below  a  popu- 
larion  of  tAvo  or  three  thousand  inhabitants  to  the  extent 

*  In  the  last  and  present  reigns  alone,  235  Peers    have  been 
created.     The  present  administration,  much  to  its  honour,  has 
solicited  from  his  Majesty,  only  one  peerage,  and  that  without 
^any  reference  to  Parliamentary  influence. 
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of  one  member  only ;  and  the  transfer  of  such  withdrawn 
members  to  counties,  and  large  manufacturing  towns  af 
present  unrepresented.  I  am  doubtful  whether  their  dis- 
franchisement can  safely  be  carried  beyond  one  member  ; 
because  I  am  prepared  to  admit  the  necessity  of  some 
small  boroughs  which  may  give  seats  in  Parliament,  to 
the  ministers  and  to  useful  men  of  business,  who  cannot 
secure  their  election  for  popular  jjlaccs.  All  I  contend 
for  is  this,  viz :  that  the  voice  of  the  people  should  not  be 
Stifled  by  the  nominees  of  Peers  and  of  other  private  in- 
dividuals ;  who,  too  frequently,  have  interests  distinct 
from  and  sometimes  ojjposed  to  the  interests  of  the  public. 
I,  therefore,  am  of  opinion  that  to  cut  offone  member  from 
the  most  objectionable  boroughs,  woidd,  of  itself,  remove 
an  obvious  cause  of  reproach.  But,  to  transfer  the  with- 
drawn members  to  counties  and  to  rich  and  populous 
towns,  would  be,  to  uphold  the  dignity  and  justice  of 
Parliament,  in  the  eyes  of  the  people,  and  to  add  to  the 
real  force  and  influence  of  government ;  without  disturb- 
ing the  economy  of  the  constitution  or  weakening  the  just 
influence  of  the  aristocracy. 

It  may  be  asked,  whether  I  propose  indemnifying  the 
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the  proprietors  of  these  boroughs  which  may  undergo  a 
loss  of  one  member ;  and  Lord  Wynford  may  remind  me 
that  though  the  elective  franchise  is  a  trust,  it  is  a  "  trust 
with  an  interest."  I  do  not  feel  called  on  to  give  an 
opinion  on  this  question  ;  but  I  will  venture  to  remark 
that  the  Stuarts  received  no  compensation  when  they 
were  compelled  to  transfer  the  crown  to  the  House  of 
Brunswick.  Nor  wj^ere  the  Irish  freeholders  compen- 
sated, when  recently  disfranchised.  The  doctrine  of 
"  vested  interests"  is  becoming  somewhat  obsolete. 

Another  considerable  improvement  on  the  actual  sys- 
tem, would  be  the  extension  of  the  elective  franchise  in 
counties,  to  respectable  copyholders  and  leaseholders. 
The  chai'acter  of  this  description  of  persons  is  completely 
altered.  WTien  the  statutes  of  Heniy  6th,  restricting  the 
the  franchise  t(>  freeholders,  were  enacted ;  beneficial 
leases  for  terms  of  years  wore  not  in  use,  and  copy- 
holders were  little  better  than  villains  absolutely  de- 
pendent on  their  lords. 

Again,  my  lord,  I  see  no  reason  why,  in  cities  and 
boroughs,  where  the  elective  franchise  is  limited  to 
corporate   bodies,    it    should    not    be    extended    to   all 


13 

resident  householders  paying  a  specified  sum  in 
government  or  parochial  taxes.  I  cannot  comprehend 
on  what  principle  of  representation,  a  couple  of  dozen 
gentlemen  should  enjoy  the  privilege  of  returning  the 
members  for  Marlborough,  Devizes,  or  Bath,  to  the 
exclusion  of  the  respectable  inhabitants  of  those 
places. 

I  come,  now  to  a  grievance  which  is  intolerable, 
and  which  has  been  so  well  pointed  out  by  even  a 
Tory  publication,  that  I  cannot  resist  the  temptation 
of  cxtiacling  the  whole  passage. 

"  Whoever  has  seen  a  keenly  contested  election,  nuist 
"  have  felt  it  for  the  moment  to  be  one  of  the  most 
"  animated  and  exhilarating  scenes  which  can  be  wit- 
"  nesscd  in  a  free  country.  Its  subsequent  eflfects  are 
"  often  equally  deplorable  upon  the  electors  and  the 
"  candidates.  Among  the  electors  and  their  conncc- 
"  tions  it  produces  a  frightful  degree  of  idleness, 
*'  drunkenness,  dissipation,  and  inegularity  of  every 
"  sort.  The  effect  upon  the  candidates  is  scarcely  less 
"  banefid.  One  of  the  surest  ways  of  making  and 
'*  keeping  a  representative  independent  in  his  conduct, 
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"  is   to    keep   him  independent   in   his   circumstances. 
"  When   the   heat  of  the   moment  has   evaporated,   a 
"  member,  too  often,  at  present,  finds  himself  involved 
"  in  expense,  which  he  could  neither  foresee  nor  eal. 
"  culate,  and  for  which  no  honour  or  credit  he  may 
"  obtain  by  his  services  can  prove  a  sufficient  compen- 
"  salion.      There  is  no  work,   therefore,   which  would 
"  better  befit  the  House  of  Commons,  than   seriously 
*'  to  set  about  the  reduction  of  the  costs  of  elections? 
*'  both  in  towns  and  shires.     In   large  counties  it  is 
"  perfectly  intolerable,  and  secures  a  monopoly  of  the 
"  representation  in  the  hands  of  a  few  of  the  wealthiest 
"  families,  whether  they  desene  it  or  not,  either  from 
"  their  character,  conduct,  or  opinions.      In    proof  of 
"  this,  it  is  said,  that  at  the  last  general  election  for 
"  Yorkshire,    Mr,    Bethell    and    his    supporters    were 
"  willing  to  have  advanced  a  sum  of  twenty  or  thirty 
"  thousand  pounds  on  the  contest,  but  it  was  iound  that 
*'  this  enormous  fund  was  utterly  inadequate  for  the 
"  purpose,  although  that  gentleman  was  almost  unani- 
*'  mously  allowed  to  have  been  the  fittest  of  all   the 
"  candidates  for  the  representation.     The  present  Soli- 
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"  citor-General,  on  being  re-elected  for  Weymouth, 
"  after  receiving  his  appointment,  told  the  electors, 
"  on  being  insulted  by  the  rabble  for  not  discharging 
^*  certain  claims  brought  before  his  committee,  vnth 
"  a  degree  of  courage  infinitely  to  his  honour,  that 
"  the  costs  of  the  election  had  already  amounted  to 
*'  no  less  than  six  tliousand  pounds,  which  he  had 
"  earned  hardly  by  his  professional  exertions ;  that, 
"  in  justice  to  his  fiimily,  he  could  not  advance  more; 
"  and  that  if  they  persevered  in  such  a  system  of 
"  extravagance  and  extortion,  no  honest  or  independ- 
"  ent  man  cither  would  or  could  come  forward  as  a 
**  candidate  for  their  suffrages.  There  are  no  bounds 
"  to  the  sums  which  the  excesses  of  electors,  and  the 
"  folly  or  the  fraud  of  those  who  have  the  management 
"of  elections,  now  extort  from  candidates;  and  who- 
"  ever  can  devise  a  plan  for  diminishing  their  riotous- 
"  ness  and  expense,  will  do  more  to  restore  the  purity 
"  and  freedom  of  elections,  and  to  raise  the  character 
*•'  of  the  House  of  Commons,  than  any  person  who, 
"  for  the  last  half  century,  has  risen  up  among  us. 

"  Quarterly  Review^ 
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I  can  add  nothing  to  the  truth  and  force  of  these? 
observations.  I  think  the  evils  of  this  deplorable 
system  might  be  much  diminished  by  the  following 
alterations : — 1st.  The  disfranchisement  of  all  non- 
resident voters  as  far  as  regards  cities  and  towns. 
Kesidence  was  required  until  the  14th  of  George  III. 
2ndly  Tlie  duration  of  the  poll  to  be  reduced  to  a 
shorter  period  than  fifteen  days.  I  am  persuaded  a 
shorter  period  would  be  adequate,  to  enable  electors 
to  poll ;  especially  if  this  alteration  should  be  con- 
nected with  another,  viz — 3rdly  The  poll  in  counties, 
to  be  taken  in  more  than  one  place.  It  would  be 
unnecessary  to  have  more  than  two,  in  the  moderate 
sized  counties.  For  examjile,  were  Reading  selected 
for  taking  the  poll  in  the  county  of  Berks,  as  well 
as  Abingdon,  few  voters  would  have  more  than  12 
or  15  miles  to  the  poll.*  This  arrangement  would 
likewise  jequire  fewer  poll-clerks,  since  the  voters  of 
one  half  of  the  county  only  would  poll  at  each  place, 
according  to  the  contiguity  of  Hundreds. 


*  Omnibuses    and   jyerhaps    Steam    will   facilitate   convey- 
ance. 
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Yet,  my  Lord,  these  evils  great  as  they  arc,  shriuk 
into  comparative  insignificance,  when  contrasted  wiih 
one  which  still  remains  behind.  Bribery  is  the  leprosy  of 
elective  freedom ;  it  is  extensive  in  its  operation ;  it  is 
pernicious  in  its  influence;  it  is  degrading  to  the  na- 
tional character.  It  is  an  evil  that  stares  you  in  the 
face  at  every  step,  and  that  meets  you  at  every  corner. 
Hypocrisy  and  perjury  are  its  concomitants.  It  not 
unfrequently  happens  that  tliose  who  buy  their  cont>ti- 
tuents  are  ready  to  sell  them;  ''  A'endere  jure  potest; 
emerat  ille  prius."  \\  hat  should  we  think  of  judges  or 
jurymen  known  to  have  procured  their  appointment, 
by  corrupt  means?  Could  we  repose  confidence  in 
their  decisions?  Could  we  receive  their  verdicts  with 
a  conviction  of  their  unsullied  integrity  ?  There  exist 
many  laws  against  bribery,  but  they  have  not,  and  will 
not  be  efTeclive,  until  rnml'uhites  as  well  as  electors, 
shall  be  compelled  to  take  the  bribery  oath  ;  until 
every  member,  on  taking  liis  sent,  shall  swear,  at 
the  bar  of  the  house,  that  he  has  not,  and  will  not 
be  guilty,  directly  or  indirectly   of  bribery. 

It  is  unreasonable,  it  is  iniquitous  that  the  elector, 
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often  tempted  by  penury,  "whose  poverty  and  not  his 
will  consents"  should  be  exposed  to  the  penalties  of 
perjury,  whilst  the  wealthy  suborner  escapes  with  im- 
punity. 

My  lord,  I  would  fain  believe  I  have  succeeded  in 
pointing-  out  specific  evils  and  in  suggesting  corres- 
ponding alterations  ;  which,  if  they  be  not  wholly  re- 
medial, will,  at  least,  prove,  in  some  degree,  corrective. 

It  only  remains  for  me  to  return  my  best  acknow- 
ledgments to  your  lordship,  for  your  remarks  on  my 
opinions,  which  I  did  myself  the  honour  of  submitting 
to  you.  The  hopes  of  the  friends  of  a  con^titutional 
reform  rest  on  those  members  of  Parliament,  who  have 
rallied  around  you.  The  country  confides  in  their  ac- 
knowledged love  of  a  well  regulated  liberty.  1  heir 
past  conduct,  which,  avoiding  all  embarassing  opposi- 
tion to  an  administration  containing  within  itself  the 
elements  of  mu 'h  good,  has,  at  the  same  time  uni- 
for  nly  urged  ecoiDmy  and  reform;  is  a  guarantee  of 
their  future  exertions.  They  have  many  difficulties  to 
surmount.  The  ilousj  of  Peers  must  be  induced  to 
sa,crificc   its  uueouslitutional    nomination    of   members 
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-of  the  other  House,  and  what  is  more  difficult  still  ;  an 
uurefoniied  House  of  Commous  must  be  biouo^ht  to 
acknowledge  its  sins,  to  repent  and  to  amend.  Ob- 
structions will  be  thrown  in  the  way  by  imprudent 
friends  and  impracticable  allies.  Yet  ibc  progress  of  re- 
form is  cheering,  it  i.s  advancing  wiih  accelerated  stej) ; 
and  I  <loul)t  not,  that  it  will,  ullimatilv  attain  the  iroal, 
I  iiave  the  honor,  to  l>e, 

My  lord,  your  lordships' 

obedient,  humble  servant, 

CIIA1U-K8  KYS'JOX. 

Hind  ml  House,  April  10///,  1830. 

1'.  S.^Sincc  writing  the  above,  I  have  perused  Lord 
Holland's  protest  against  the  witness  indemnity  bill,  in 
the  matter  of  East  Retford.  The  reasoning,  by  which 
the  noble  lord  proves  that  the  privilege  of  sending  iliem- 
bers  to  Parliament  is  a  trust,  that  can  be  limited,  en- 
larged, transferred  or  revoked,  as  the  public  good  re- 
quires, appears  to  me  unanswerable.  History,  analogy 
and  reason  sanction  his  opinions.  Reason  and  analogy 
demonstrate  that,  if  a  trust  be  so  administered  as  to  de- 
ieat  the  object  for  which  it  was  created,  it  ought  to  be 
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modified  or  recaUed.  Histon- — with  which  anli -re- 
formers appear  to  trouble  tliemsdves  little,  proves  that 
the  crown  itself  has  heeii  limited,  regulated,  and  CTcn 
transferred ;  and  that  the  elective  franchise  has  repeat- 
edly underp:ono  thr  same  mutations.  Lord  Ilolhuurs 
able  protest  has  set  this  question  at  rest.  For  the  future, 
I  uu>i  ihc  ontu  fTohamii  will  Im?  reducoil  to  this,  viz. — 
that  a  projK)sed  alteration  will  tend  to  ihr  benefit  and 
advantage  of  the  community. 


C<  Evaiit,  Prioler,  Ahnig4oa 
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